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Last week we talked about Peter and John entering the Temple area on a normal day for a normal service of prayer. They encountered a man lame from birth (in his mother’s womb, the text literally means). The lame man asked them for alms, he was begging much like he did every day. Peter said to him, “Look at me.” Then, noting that the man expected to receive something, Peter said, “I have no silver or gold, but what I have I give you; in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up and walk.” The man did. It was a miracle. The man entered the sanctuary – for the first time – and worshiped God. 

What happened to Peter and John? A crowd formed. And they were arrested. That is where we pick up the story today.

Read Acts 4:5-22.

As I originally contemplated this sermon, I had intended on focusing all my attention on verse 13 and the amazement of the witness of ordinary men. And I will get to that; however, the events of this upcoming week make it important to pause for a moment on Peter’s famous line from his defense here, “There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.” 

Perhaps you have heard: we have a new President being sworn in this week. The inauguration is Tuesday. It has been difficult to get away from the media coverage. It is a historic event to be sure. It is a nice bit of providence that the national celebration of the life Martin Luther King, Jr. immediately precedes the inauguration of the first African-American president in our history. Within the lifetime of many Americans, we have gone from a prohibition against African-Americans voting to a time when an African- American has been voted to be President of the entire United States.

In all the excitement, however, the fervor around the new President has raised some incredibly high expectations. The perception seems to be that by Wednesday, major steps towards economic recovery will have been taken; major steps towards international peace, combating terrorism, and a refined focus of military operations will have taken place; that global warming will be erased; and so on.


Friends, obviously, all of our problems are not going to be solved in sitcom fashion in 22 minutes this week. All of our problems are not going to be solved in the next 100 days. But here’s the reality: even if the new President had magical powers to make things better, it would not change the truth of what Peter declared, “There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.”

The impression is that Tuesday is like an American Palm Sunday. But remember what happened when expectations were not met, and President Obama is not Jesus. I pray that President Obama will be successful in his leadership and endeavors, just as I prayed that President Bush would be. However, no matter how successful or unsuccessful is the new President, he is NOT Jesus. Even if he has all the success the world can offer, he still cannot legislate or govern our salvation. 

Salvation is not subject to human institutions. God is sovereign over all things. Remember the lessons we learned in Daniel: where the king had power stripped from him until he learned, “that the Most High has sovereignty over the kingdom of mortals, ad gives it to whom he will.” After Nebuchadnezzar experienced his fall and return to the throne, he “praise and extol and honor the King of heaven, for all his works are truth, and his ways are justice; and he is able to bring low those who walk in pride.” (Daniel 4:37) If we mistake the United States and its government for the kingdom of heaven, we are guilty of the same idolatry that reaped God’s judgment on Israel and Nebuchadnezzar. If we mistake our economic health as an indicator of God’s favor and our faithfulness, we are as corrupt as the Temple leadership that did not recognize God’s anointed one. If we mistake our military might for holy righteousness, we are doomed to endless strive, tension and warfare. 

I am grateful for being an American. I am grateful for the job I have. I am grateful for freedom that men and women in our military provide for me, but my salvation is not dependent upon any of those things. It is my relationship with Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior that assures me of the hope of my salvation. My relationship with Jesus is what heals me of my sickness in sin. My relationship with Jesus makes me righteous in God’s eyes. It is in the power and grace of God that I am an adopted child of the king of heaven, claimed and made a part of the kingdom of heaven. 

So, my prayers are for President Obama and our new leaders, but I pray to God in the name of Jesus Christ.

Ordinary men

Now, back to our story. When I think of Peter and John, I normally think of them as two icons of Christian faith. Their exploits can seem superhuman; which is what makes Luke’s observation here all the more important.

“Now when they (the rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander), when they saw the boldness of Peter and John and realized they were uneducated and ordinary men, they were amazed and recognized them as companions of Jesus.”

They were uneducated and ordinary men. For all intents and purposes, Peter and John were blue- collar folk; fishermen who stood before the Supreme Court of Israel. With them was the man they healed, also someone that the leaders were unaccustomed to seeing in their midst. (By the way, the beauty of this story is that any one of us could have been standing in that slot with them. The lame man who was healed absolutely represents each and every one of us.)

There is no pedigree or credential required in order to share what God has done in our midst. Let me critical of the professional clergy here for a few minutes. The professional clergy have convinced the people of the church that the people do not know enough. It may not have been their/our intention, but it has certainly been the result. If I were to ask you to personally share your faith today, I know that a good 70-80% of you would have great anxiety fearing that you would say something wrong. You would be worried about getting the right words, saying the right phrases, or that you would inadvertently stumble over some major theological concept (of which you think you are unaware). 

This is true for the officers of the church as well as anyone who is visiting for the first time today. Many of you were here the other week at the 10:00 service when we ordained and installed our officers – elders and deacons – for 2009. We asked a whole series of questions – nine, to be specific – and I do not expect that you could remember and/or repeat the questions verbatim.  The third question is this, “Do you sincerely receive and adopt the essential tenets of the Reformed faith as expressed in the confessions of our church as authentic and reliable expositions of what Scripture leads us to believe and do, and will you be instructed by and led by those confessions as you lead the people of God?” They all said yes. We did not ask, “What are they? What are the essential tenets that you sincerely receive and adopt?” 

It is an important question, but it is a question designed by professionals. Imagine if I asked Peter and John that question. I suspect they may have given me a look, looked at each other, shook their heads, and then responded by, “I don’t know what you said; but here is what I know. I saw Jesus raised from the dead, and I know my salvation is in him. That truth has changed my life because now I serve the one whom God has made Savior and Lord.” I saw. I experienced God’s grace. I am changed. Peter, John, and the healed man did not need diplomas on the wall to share their witness.

The professionalizing of theology was part of the error of the Roman Catholic Church that led to the Protestant Reformation. The clergy had claimed theology for themselves and then abused it. The same thing is happening these days. Professional clergy have been complicit in convincing people in the pews that they are not qualified and should not try to share their faith because they may get it wrong. In any class on evangelism, if the question is posed, “What would you tell someone if they asked you about salvation?” someone will respond, “Go ask the pastor.”

One of the defining moments in my life was a conversation I had with my father. My dad was one of the brightest and most confident men I have ever known. He was a faithful man of the church: he served as an elder for multiple terms, he taught 4th and 5th grade Sunday School for more than a decade, he was active in other projects of the church. 

At the time of this conversation, I was already serving in ministry. The pastor of the congregation in which I had grown up retired after 30 years of faithful service and my father was serving on the pastor nominating committee. I was plugged into the Presbyterian gossip network and Dad wanted to run some names by me to see what I know. Some I knew, some I did not. We talked a little about their process and I asked him, “Well, what do you know about the theology of the candidates?” “Not much, “ he replied. “Why not, why are you not asking them questions?” He said, “We don’t feel qualified to evaluate their answers.” 

How can that be? What have we, the clergy, done to make you all feel like you do not know enough?

Friends, my job as your pastor is to equip all of you with the tools you need to be spiritually discerning. If you do not understand what I am preaching and teaching, you need to let me know. The point of the exercise is not to impress you with what I know (or would like for you to believe that I know), it is to equip you so that you are confident in your witness.
This past week I went to an event at Solana Beach. The topic was the Kingdom of God and there was a video of John Ortberg. Ortberg may be familiar to some of you – he has written a number of devotional kinds of books – the most memorable is, “If You Want To Walk On Water, You Have To Get Out of the Boat.” Anyway, Ortberg told a story of going on vacation with his family to Nantucket. They went to a museum while they were there; and part of the museum celebrated a group called the “Humane Society.” 


The Nantucket Humane Society was not formed for the purpose of preventing animal abuse; rather, it was formed out of the reality of life in a whaling community. Many people in the community had the experience of watching helplessly as their relatives and neighbors -- sons, brothers, husbands, and friends – were shipwrecked and died. The Humane Society was formed: little shacks with rowboats stationed up and down the coastline. When word of a ship in trouble reached shore, the call would issue and the rescuers would go out with the purpose of saving lives. The whole purpose of the Nantucket Humane Society was to save lives. Their motto was very simple, “You have to go out. You do not have to come back.” As Ortberg noted, that is not a slogan that seems likely to draw many people to join. But they did. “You have to go out. You do not have to come back.”

There was a period of time when there were a lot of people involved and the organization had great successes in going out and saving lives. But then, over time, the job of going out was left to a smaller group of professionals. The membership declined. They still had dinners. They handed out awards. But the group itself was no longer in the business of saving lives. They had the same motto, but it was more a historical relic than an accurate description of the people who were part of the club, “You have to go out. You do not have to come back.”


The application to the church is obvious. We are the Chula Vista Humane Society; our purpose is to go out and save lives. We have the good news to rescue sinners shipwrecked and dying. The slogan is accurate, “You have to go out. You do not have to come back.” 

So, at this event at Solana Beach, after the video, we were sitting at tables where we were to discuss some questions related to the video. At our table was a Marine chaplain. He talked about being asked to pray before a transport plane left to take a group of Marines to Iraq. As he was walking up to the P.A. microphone, the C.O. pulled him aside and said, “This is the last time we will be together like this as a group. We are all going out together, but we will not all be coming back.”

If you were the Marine chaplain, what would be your prayer? What words would you use to pray for these young men and women who are putting their lives at risk? Take a moment and think about it – what would you pray?

Those are my prayers for each one of you as you go out from this sanctuary each Sunday. You are in God’s service. You are called to fulfill a mission. Your equipment is a lot lighter: a Bible and your testimony. But your task is every bit as important as the Marines: you are being sent out to save lives from the oppressive slavery and tyranny of sin and death. 

We had our officer retreat yesterday. One of the exercises we did involved sharing a story of what was the most inspirational, moving, or touching example of what we saw God do in the ministries of Chula Vista Presbyterian during the last year. From the rotational shelter to the music program to acts of compassion and kindness and reaching out to those in need; through the basic events in the life of the church we witnessed God doing transformational things in our midst for his glory. I am glad to tell those stories, but they are not just my stories: they are our stories.  They are yours to tell, too. 

As the old hymn says, “I love to tell the story of unseen things above,  of Jesus and His glory, of Jesus and His love.  I love to tell the story, because I know ’tis true;  it satisfies my longings as nothing else can do.”

Let no one look down on you – not even the clergy, not even the rulers, elders, and scribes assembled in Jerusalem, with Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander. Let them be amazed at the testimony of ordinary men and women, who are recognized as companions of Jesus.

Conclusion

As you go forward from this sanctuary, continue your life in worship. Know that your hope rests in the one whose name has been given for our salvation; the one who is able. Know that you have been sent to this place for the purpose of going out to save lives: you have to go out, you do not have to come back. 

PAGE  
1

